A study of 386 potential and current members of the accounting profession in Australia and South-East Asia provides evidence of the importance of three attributes -brand/reputation, international recognition of qualifications and career opportunities -in the decision to join a professional accounting body. While these attributes are important, logit regression models indicate that they are not discriminatory in the choice of professional body and suggest a perception of a collective, undifferentiated, accountancy profession. The marketing of brand/reputation and membership benefits may be a more efficient and effective strategy in attracting members and differentiating the profession if undertaken by a combined or coordinated professional body.
Introduction and background
Professional accounting bodies continue to face on-going challenges in the recruitment and retention of accounting graduates (Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Tan and Laswad, 2006) and in responding to changes in the socio-politico-economic environment (Parker, 2001 ). Related to environmental changes are increased competition within the accounting profession for traditional reporting and audit services, the broadening of accounting-related services and the emergence of non-accounting regulated competitors (Velayutham, 1999 (Velayutham, /2000 Sauser, 2000; Parker, 2001) . While providing greater work opportunities for the accounting profession, the broadening market for accounting-related services also provides an alternative career path for potential and existing members of the profession who could avail themselves of "other groups of professionals" seeking graduates with a broader-based skill set (Parker, 2001, p. 434) .
In response to these member and competitive challenges, professional accounting bodies have sought to actively and strategically differentiate themselves in the market for accounting services. The means of competitively differentiating the accounting profession in Australia has been primarily through the promotion of distinct brands such as CPA and CA (Parker, 2005) and an emphasis on the reputation for quality and expertise of professional accounting qualifications. Velayutham and Rahman (2000) highlight the marketing of brand image as a way of differentiating professional accounting services from other non-accounting regulated service providers and creating value for members of the professional accounting bodies.
Member value, in this instance, is created by communicating important information about the profession and professional accounting services and potentially attracting new members to, and retaining current members within, the accounting profession. In a sense, the branding strategy has sought to position the accounting profession as one which offers attractive career opportunities and benefits to members while concomitantly differentiating the profession in the competitive market for accounting services. Consistent with this brand positioning of a "value-adding" profession, accounting bodies in Australia have instituted changes to the educational components of their graduate professional programs to develop a broad-based knowledge and skill set among members. Graduate programs, such as the CA and CPA programs offered by the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia and CPA Australia respectively, place increased emphasise on strategic and international issues and the role of accountants. Membership entrance requirements have also been broadened to encourage the entry of graduates from diverse backgrounds and with a range of abilities (The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia and CPA Australia, 2009, p iii) .
While brand image and professional qualifications are the most overt features of the profession, there is relatively little extant research which evidences the importance or significance of these features in differentiating between professional accounting bodies in Australia. There is also limited evidence on whether brand, professional qualifications or other attributes are influential in the decision to join a professional accounting body. Accordingly, this paper reports the findings of a study that sought to examine the importance of brand and qualifications amongst a range of potential attributes in distinguishing between professional accounting bodies and in influencing the potential decision to join a particular professional accounting body (see appendix 1 for a brief description of each accounting body reported in this study). The focus of this research is on the views of potential and current members. Two groups of accounting students were surveyed: those who were currently studying their final year in a Bachelor of Business (Accounting) degree -potential members of the profession -and recent graduates (alumni) of a Bachelor of Business (Accounting) degree -likely members of the profession.
In the next section, the theoretical framework for the paper is outlined. This is followed in section three by a description of the research method including a discussion of the population samples, questionnaire development and data collection. The data analysis and results are then presented in section four. The paper concludes with a discussion of the findings and suggestions for further research.
Theoretical framework
In considering the theoretical framework for this paper we have reviewed and gained insights from broad-level research into accounting as a career choice (given the perceived evolution of the accounting profession to a market-driven and differentiated form (Velayutham and Rahman, 2000; Parker, 2001) ) and economic models drawn from consumer decision theory.
The accounting career-choice literature is an important source of information about those attributes that attract individuals to the discipline of accounting. From a review of the careerchoice literature, Simons et al. (2004) conclude that the findings from both theory, such as those based on theories of reasoned action (Felton et al., 1995) , and non-theory based studies are 'quite similar' in the factors of most importance in influencing the decision to pursue accounting. Earnings and career opportunities, or what Tan and Laswad (2006, p. 169) describe as 'market related factors', are consistently identified in research findings (see, for example, Paolillo and Estes, 1982; Mauldin et al., 2000; Chen et al., 2008) as of most significance in influencing the choice of accounting as a career. Simons et al. (2004) suggest that theoretical models based upon consumer decision-theory, prevalent within the marketing discipline, offer a relevant, but relatively untested, framework in examining career-choice in accounting. In consumer decision-theory, the decision choice is influenced by the importance afforded by the consumer to the perceived benefits and perceived costs in acquiring a service or product. A benefits cost approach has intuitive appeal in researching accounting and has been adopted in a number of studies of accounting as a career choice (Felton et al., 1995; Chen et al., 2008) . In the seminal works of Lancaster (1966 Lancaster ( , 1971 ) on consumer theory, benefits were considered to be derived not from the product itself but from the 'attributes' or 'characteristics' which they provide to the consumer. Attributes of importance for members of professional accounting bodies might encompass the prospect of greater earnings potential and employment opportunities, internationally recognised qualifications and access to professional support while costs might include joining and ongoing membership costs and the time involved in meeting professional qualification and ongoing professional development.
An understanding of attributes is of significant importance for the accounting profession and professional accounting bodies as a variation in the composition of attributes provides a primary means of differentiation (Forbis and Mehta, 1981; Porter, 1985; Day and Wensley, 1988) .
Studies of the evolution and future of the accounting profession have highlighted a shift in the scope and nature of accounting work, the emergence of non-accounting competitors and a strategic (responsive) move by professional accounting bodies to differentiate through branding (Velayutham and Rahman, 2000; Parker, 2001; Parker, 2005; Richardson and Jones, 2007) . The CPA and CA brands and brand marketing, for example, are perceived as mechanisms for developing and communicating the reputation of the professional body and its members, providing information about the quality and market-oriented nature of accounting services and highlighting the value of professional membership (Richardson, 1997; Velayutham, 1999 Velayutham, /2000 Parker, 2005) . Brand and reputation reflect key attributes of an evolving competitive accounting profession. In this study, we are particularly interested in how, if at all, these attributes differentiate professional accounting bodies in the opinion of potential and current members.
In drawing upon consumer decision-theory to inform the design and analysis of this research, we examine two main research questions: Consumer decision-theory also suggests that demographic attributes of the "consumer" are possible sources of differentiation. These demographic attributes have, in previous studies of accounting career-choice, generally been encompassed in the reporting of research results as a homogeneous population. Simons et al. (2004) identify gender as one particular example in which decision criteria may differ and raise the possibility of other identifiable characteristics.
In addition to gender, we investigate the potentially differentiating attributes of age, employment status, mode of study -full-or part-time -and the geographical locationcountry of origin -of accounting education.
Research method
The major instrument for this study was a questionnaire survey of two student cohorts. The first cohort comprised 275 full-and part-time students who were studying (current students) their final year of a Bachelor of Business (Accounting) degree offered by a major university in were analysed by means of logit regression models estimated for each choice of accountancy body -considered an appropriate and robust technique to test the attributes impacting on such discrete choices.
Questionnaire development
The questionnaire was composed of two sections (see appendix 2 for the survey instrument). Section A of the questionnaire sought respondent information on a range of attributes of importance in differentiating and influencing the choice of affiliation of a professional accounting body. Given the objective to explore potentially differentiating attributes across a number of South-East Asian (SE Asian) locations, a list of professional accounting bodies was identified from publicly available sources (e.g., media publications and web-sites) and provision made for respondents to identify other accountancy bodies of which they were, or intended to become, a member.
Respondents were asked to indicate attribute importance on a five-point scale of 1 (not important) to 5 (very important). Attributes were drawn from the findings of studies in accounting career-choice, such as earnings (salary) and career opportunities, and from studies of the evolution of the accounting profession, such as brand and reputation of professional accounting qualifications. Attributes were also identified from informational sources such as web-sites, and marketing materials provided to the public by professional accounting bodies (e.g. CPA Australia, Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, Association of Chartered Certified Accountants). This information media consistently identified a range of benefits and costs of being a member, including the international recognition of a professional affiliation, the costs and requirements to join and on-going costs to maintain professional affiliation.
The research instrument was carefully designed to capture as many attributes as possible while ensuring that the practical aspects of completing the questionnaire in a relatively short time-frame were not compromised. The questionnaire was first piloted with a group of accounting academics all of whom were, or had been, members of a professional accounting body and who had experience in accounting education in the SE Asian campuses at which the survey was to be undertaken. Based on feedback from academics, the questionnaire was further refined and then piloted with a group of current students and alumni to elicit further comment. Permanent residency, for example, was one attribute that was added based on feedback from academics and students and was in accord with the findings of studies on international students studying accounting in Australia (Jackling, 2007; Birrell and Healy, 2008) . The feedback loops helped refine the final instrument and, in all, 13 'importance attributes' drawn equally from the literature and other materials were identified:
• financial cost to join
• on-going membership costs
• professional education requirements
• reputation/brand of the professional accounting body
• membership benefits e.g., online library/research facilities, newsletters, continuing professional development
• enhancing career opportunities
• perceived expertise of the professional accounting body e.g., associated with large public accounting focus versus broad industry focus
• salary of members of the accounting body
• employer paying membership fees
• potential/place of work
• ease of becoming a member; entry requirements
• assistance in gaining permanent residency Provision was also made for respondents to identify and rate other attributes of importance.
Section B of the questionnaire sought demographic attribute information such as gender, age, mode of study, campus location, employment status and area of employment. Provision for additional comments by respondents was also included in this section.
Data collection
The questionnaire was administered by staff unconnected to the research team and Table 1 provides details of demographic attributes of the respondents for current students and alumni.
Insert Table 1 here
The response rate for current students was high with 275 (90%) students fully completing the questionnaire. Of those responding, a greater proportion was female; most were aged between 20-24 years and; there was about an equal balance of full-and part-time students and of those employed or not employed (in all respects matching the full cohort of students). There
was also approximately equal representation of students studying in Australia (Melbourne) and in other SE Asian campuses.
The response rate for the alumni cohort was 25% with 111 graduates fully completing the questionnaire. Tests for differences between early and late respondents' did not reveal significant variations. Approximately two thirds of the respondents had completed their studies on a full-time basis and there were a slightly higher number of female respondents.
Analysis and results
To allow for reporting of potential variation in the characteristics of the two sample populations, analysis was undertaken and is reported separately for each group, i.e., students who were currently studying for an accounting qualification and alumni who had graduated in 2004 and 2005.
Current students
Nearly all students had joined, or intended to join, an accounting body. Of the sample respondents, 40 (15%) were, or intended to be, a full member of Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA); 159 (58%) were, or intended to be, a full member of CPA Australia (CPA); and 71 (26%) were, or intended to be, a full member of the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (ICAA) ( Table 2) . A few respondents joined or intended to join more than one professional body: 2% both ICAA and ACCA, 8% both ICAA and CPA Australia, 9% both CPA Australia and ACCA. Notably, only two respondents were, or intended to be, full members of the National Institute of Accountants (NIA), a result which may potentially reflect the evolutionary development and competitive market positioning of the NIA in Australia at the time. Forty-two percent of current students had joined a professional accounting body as a provisional, affiliate or associate member.
Insert Table 2 here
To investigate the attributes that led respondents to their choice of professional accounting body, logit regressions were estimated for each of the membership choices: ACCA, ICAA and CPA Australia. The membership choices were not mutually exclusive (some respondents intended to join two or more bodies), so a single multinomial model was not appropriate. The sample numbers joining the other accounting bodies were not large enough for reliable modelling.
The potential explanatory attributes were initially a long list, with the attributes gender, age group, campus, mode of study, and whether employed or not, and the 13 importance attributes considered as potentially influencing their choice of professional body. The modelling followed a general to specific strategy, starting with all potentially explanatory attributes represented in the model and proceeding, step by step, to eliminate non-significant variables.
In each modelling exercise, many attributes did not have a significant impact on the choice of professional accounting body and were dropped from the model; the final form of each model is reported below by professional body. In each of the models reported in Table 3 , the gain in log-likelihood (reported below in each panel) is significant. The quasi-R-squared statistics and percentages correct predictions (also reported below in the relevant panels) show that the models provide a reasonable 'fit', although they also indicate room for other (not considered)
factors that could also impact choice. The importance of the estimation lies in the short list of variables that are significant and in the longer list of variables that were found not to be significant (see discussion).
ACCA
The dependent variable in the logistic regression was coded 1 for those who joined (or intended to join) ACCA and 0 for all other accounting bodies. The most important attribute seen to have a significant impact on the decision to join ACCA is the campus attended (Wald statistic = 19.941, df = 3, p = 0.000). Melbourne educated students are much less likely than students from the SE Asian campuses to join ACCA. The Odds ratio provides the clearest way to interpret the results: students from the Melbourne campus are one eighth as likely (0.125) to join ACCA than students from an Asian campus. Similarly, those employed were about one quarter as likely (0.259) to join ACCA than those not employed (see Table 3 , Panel A).
Insert Table 3 here
CPA Australia
The dependent variable in the logistic regression was coded 1 for those who joined (or intended to join) CPA Australia and 0 for all other accounting bodies. The modelling for CPA Australia (see Table 3 
ICAA
The dependent variable in the logistic regression was coded 1 for those who joined (or intended to join) ICAA and 0 for all other accounting bodies. The ICAA model is a stronger fit than the models for the other two bodies (see the fit statistics and percentage correct figures in Table 3 , Panel C). Those students undertaking full-time study and employed have much greater odds (4.8 times than those in part-time study and 2.7 times than those not employed) of joining ICAA (and less of joining CPA Australia, as seen in the previous model). Campus attended overall was significant (Wald statistic = 11.884, df = 3, p = 0.008), although the individual effects of the campuses were not significant. The indication given in the data is that
Melbourne students are more likely to join ICAA than the Asian campus students. Those concerned with permanent residency in Australia were less likely to join ICAA, and slightly more likely to join CPA Australia.
Overall, campus, full-or part-time study mode, employment and concern for permanent residency are seen to be the significant attributes in predicting the choice of professional accounting body. The campus impact accords with commonsense, with those from SE Asia more likely to join the more internationally orientated ACCA than Melbourne students, and the Melbourne students more likely to join the Australian body ICAA. CPA Australia falls between these two, indicating it has greater international recognition (in Singapore, Malaysia and Hong Kong) than ICAA, but less than ACCA.
Those employed already are more likely to join ICAA and less likely to join ACCA and CPA Australia. Similarly, full-time students were more likely to join ICAA and less likely to join ACCA and CPA Australia. CPA Australia was seen as more useful in helping with obtaining permanent residency (in Australia). The only instrumentalist feature of the bodies that had a significant impact on the choice was the cost to join -those for whom this was more important were more likely to join CPA Australia than the other professional bodies. This is consistent with the relatively lower joining fees of CPA Australia compared with the ICCA.
Career opportunities, international recognition and brand or reputation were reported to be important in the choice of professional body to join by the vast majority of respondents. Other attributes, such as potential/place of work and educational requirements also rated highly (Table 4) .
Insert Table 4 here
The 13 importance attributes were all considered in the logit models reported earlier but found to be non-significant. This suggests that these attributes, while considered important, did not have a large impact on the choice of one professional body over another, that is, they are important but do not necessarily distinguish between professional accounting bodies.
Alumni
Of the 111 sample respondents, 50 (45%) were, or intended to be, a full member of CPA Australia (CPA) and 47 (42%) were, or intended to be, a full member of the ICCA.
Interestingly, 10 respondents (10%) had not joined nor intended to join a professional accounting body at the time of the survey (see Table 2 ). A few alumni joined two bodies: 4% joined both CPA Australia and ICAA, 2% joined both the National Institute of Accountants (NIA) and CPA Australia and 2% joined both NIA and ICAA -a majority of the small number joining NIA also joined one of the other main professional accounting bodies in Australia.
To investigate the attributes that led alumni to their choice of professional accounting body, logit regressions were estimated for each of these membership choices. The dependent variable took the value 1 for those who had joined the particular accounting body and 0 for the other accounting bodies. In Table 5 , Panel C, the sample of alumni was limited to those who joined CPA Australia or ICAA (n=93) with those choosing CPA Australia coded 1 (those in ICAA coded 0). The alumni sample was predominantly Melbourne-based and employed, so the campus and employed variables had insufficient variation to allow them to be meaningfully used in the modelling. Permanent residency is also not likely to be a concern for the vast majority of this sample and was unlikely to be a significant attribute in the choice of professional body. There were also too few who had joined ACCA and the NIA for that choice to be modelled. As in the current students' sample, many of the 13 importance attributes potentially influencing the choice of professional body were non-significant in the impact on choice and were removed from the model. The final form of each model is reported below.
Insert Table 5 here
The main finding is that those for whom membership benefits are more important are more likely to choose to join CPA Australia (Panel A). It is interesting to compare this result with the sample of final year students who selected CPA Australia where cost to join, rather than the benefits, was more instrumental in decision choice.
For those selecting the ICAA, the results suggest that if the cost of joining was more important to alumni, they were less likely to join ICAA (Panel B). Consistent with this finding, if it is important that the employer pays the membership costs, alumni are more likely to join the ICAA.
In considering the scores on importance, the notable point is that the pattern of scores from the alumni is very similar to that of the final year students. Generally, the alumni give lower scores for importance to the various attributes (Table 4 ), but the patterns of which attributes score relatively high or low is very consistent across the alumni and final year students.
As a further sensitivity check, we ran a logistic regression based on the sub-sample who opt for one, but not both, of ICAA or CPA Australia (see Table 5 , Panel C). The drivers of choice between the two groups are: the more important the on-going cost of membership, the more likely CPA Australia will be chosen over ICAA, whilst the more important it is that the employer pays membership fees the more likely the ICAA will be chosen over CPA Australia.
Discussion and conclusion
In this study we sought to research the importance of a range of attributes for potential members in differentiating between professional accounting bodies (RQ1) and whether brand and reputation influenced the choice of a particular professional accounting body for potential members (RQ2). Our findings suggest that professional accounting bodies are perceived essentially as a collective profession of accountants which provide common attributes (features or benefits) of equal importance to potential and existing members of the profession.
Confirming the general view within the literature on the accounting profession (see, for example, Velayutham and Rahman, 2000; Parker, 2005; Richardson and Jones, 2007) , brand/reputation and the closely aligned attribute of international recognition of the professional body were common features of importance across all professional bodies identified by both the final-year students and alumni. Of note is the high level of importance afforded by both groups to career opportunities in the decision to join a professional accounting affiliation. We surmise that this perceived attribute or benefit of joining a professional accounting body may play a substantial antecedent or moderating role in the reputation of the professional accounting body and, more generally, in attracting and retaining members within the accounting profession.
Just as interesting as the commonality of importance attributes across professional bodies is the absence of age and gender as discriminatory attributes in the choice of affiliation of professional body. That is to say, no professional body is seen as particularly youth orientated or age-ist nor seen as more, or less, sexist. This is the view of those currently studying and alumni and is a finding which goes some way to providing much needed evidence regarding the impact (or lack thereof) of these market characteristics of age and gender as suggested by Simons et al. (2004) .
Our finding of a "collective accounting profession", defined by its shared brand/reputation and international recognition, can be interpreted as significant for a profession seeking to competitively differentiate itself in the broader market for accounting services and as a measure of the marketing effectiveness of the professional bodies. This finding supports the view of Velayutham and Rahman (2000, p. 707 ) that leading accounting bodies in Australia and New Zealand have concluded "the major asset of the profession is the brand (qualification) that is recognised in the marketplace, and the principal objective of the accounting bodies is to enhance the image of this brand, thus providing better value to its members".
The corollary of this interpretation, however, is that should professional accounting bodies Despite the importance afforded by final-year students and alumni to information about brand/reputation, international recognition and educational requirements, our findings indicate these attributes did not translate into the decision of the choice of professional body. Attributes of study mode (full-or part-time), the campus (geographical location) at which students study and whether or not students are employed are the most significant attributes in distinguishing the (intended) choice of professional body for students who are currently studying. For professional accounting bodies seeking differentiation as a means of attracting and retaining members, this finding suggests that these market segment variables may provide more fruitful strategies.
While not as significant as the decision attributes identified for current students, for new members of the professional bodies (alumni in this study), benefits of being a member are important for those joining CPA Australia while costs are an important attribute in the decision to join ICAA. The employer paying membership fees is also an important attribute in the decision to join ICAA and may be interpreted as implicitly stating the preference of the employer, i.e., if the employer has a strong preference for ICAA they are more likely to pay the fees whilst less likely to pay fees for CPA Australia. However, the less importance afforded to both the costs and salary associated with being an accountant and member of a professional accounting body relative to the importance of career opportunities (while not significant in the choice of professional body) may be interpreted as reflecting the long-term orientation of those electing to study accountancy and potentially explaining the lack of perceived differentiation between professional bodies. It is the outcome of potential career opportunities in the future and not the choice of professional body or costs that is the decision driver, i.e., it does not matter which professional body is selected as all provide the opportunity for employment. The attainment of the ACCA, CPA or CA designation or brand becomes the vehicle for the future career opportunities and for potentially attracting students to the accounting discipline.
A number of areas for further research develop from this current study. We did not take into account the potential impact of the various marketing campaigns of the professional accounting bodies in the period before and during the course of this study. The sample groups upon which the findings are founded reflect individuals who had chosen to study accountancy as a career at one particular university. These groups may not be representative of the general student and alumni population or of the population to which the professional bodies aim to market and differentiate themselves. Future studies might seek to gather student and alumni data from a range of universities and consider the nature, timing, medium and content of marketing by the professional accounting bodies. More extensive studies of stakeholders of the wider accounting profession such as current members of the profession, (potential) clients of professional accountants and the wider business community offers the opportunity to broaden our understanding of the perceptions of accounting brands.
A list of 13 importance attributes and five demographic attributes were included in the survey instrument and were developed from a variety of studies and from public information made available by professional accounting bodies. While provision was made for respondents to state other attributes of importance in influencing choice of professional body (with none being provided by respondents) there remains scope for extending and/or refining the number of attributes and monitoring shifts in the nature and sources of the information and its effects on brand differentiation and membership levels of professional accounting bodies.
Appendix 1
Description of professional accounting bodies reported in the study
Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA)
The Association Table 1 Demographic attributes of the current students and alumni. * The percentage total is greater than 100 due to respondents joining one or more bodies Table 3 Results of the attributes influencing the choice of professional accounting bodies for current students Cox and Snell R-squared = 0.290, Nagelkerke R-squared = 0.418. The overall percentage of responses correctly predicted is 81% (55% of ICAA memberships correctly predicted, 91% success in predicting non-ICAA joiners). 
